Latino demographics, democratic individuality, and educational accountability: A pragmatist#'s view
Abstract
In an era of heightened teacher and school accountability, what are the implications of standards-based reform for individual Latino children and their democratic selfrealization? The educational demography of the fastest growing and largest ethnic group in the US suggests that the future of Latino self-realization is in jeopardy. This commentary posits that the true malfeasance of accountability policies is the loss of the individual and the erasure of individuality and that given the realities of Latino educational trajectory and population growth, the Latinization of America is effectively compromised.
A progressive society counts individual variations as precious since it finds in them the means of its own growth. Hence a democratic society must, in consistency with its ideal, allow for intellectual freedom and the play of diverse gifts and interests in its educational measures.
John Dewey, 1916 As John Dewey critiqued early 20 th century corporate capitalism's ill-effects on democratic ethics-that the authority given standardization in labor and production suppressed worker intelligence-I am concerned that our current demands for educational standardization and accountability similarly submerge individuality.
Specifically, I am alarmed by the potential impact that current policies will have on Latino children, the fastest growing population of poor children. The jobs of the working classes of 1930's America could not tolerate worker idiosyncrasy and demanded worker uniformity in production and "compulsory repetition and a predictable end" (Author, 2001, p. 389) . Current educational policy and practice makes no distinction between individual minds in much the same way that 1930's worker uniformity prevailed over worker particularity and distinctiveness in industrial America. By effectively "restricting workers' understanding of and control over their work and by limiting their decision making," industrial practices deprived individuals of opportunities for development and perpetuated class distinctions (p.389).
Like the 1930's "new individualism" that privileged the moneyed classes over the immigrant poor and working classes, our current view and treatment of the individual in educational policies exposes an ideal that subordinates "the only creative individuality-4 that of mind" (Dewey, 1931, p.86 ). Much of current educational policy directed by standards reform initiatives is ironic given that their stated aims are to attend to the individual child and yet they systematically disregard individuality of mind. Schooling policies that disregard the necessity for democracies to educate individual intelligences by privileging the standardization of educational production paradoxically create the mental poverty that has left many individualities and their democratic contributions in a state of immaturity.
Dewey correctly assessed that a society that structurally contains individuality would lose sight of democratic principles. Instead, democratic public policy should "denote effective regard for whatever is distinctive and unique" in each individual regardless of an individual's social or economic position (Dewey, 1966 (Dewey, /1916 Johnson's ESEA firmly tied federal aid to children's poverty and its consequences for their future economic stability (Spring, 1993) . Since 1965, however, education policy has retreated from the language (and thus intent) that context matters in the education of the individual and her socio-economic success. For example, the context-attendant ESEA of 1965 has been transformed into reform legislation that speaks more to the accountability of schools to government rather than the "special needs" of the individual borne of poverty. Despite the proposition that it serves as a means for improving academic achievement of disadvantaged children ("close the achievement gap between disadvantaged and minority students and their peers"), the language of post-1965 policy shifts the focus away from the original emphasis on the effects of poverty on individuals to the operation and liability of schools to government ("stronger accountability for results", "increased flexibility and local control") (ESEA 2002; Spring 1993) .
In theory the standards-based reform/school accountability policy that has grown out of the equity legislation of the 1960's intends to bring educational equality to disenfranchised children by compelling educational content and performance standards to close the achievement gap among low-income, minority children and English Language
Learners. In practice, however, this does not appear to be the case (e.g. Neill, Guisbond & Schaeffer, 2004; Meier & Wood, 2004; Public Education Network, 2006) . The implementation of standards-based educational reform has assumed that educational (Orfield, 1988) . Today, 37% of Latino children attend segregated schools (Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003) . The lack of academic success the consequence of school segregation for Latino children is derivative of several concomitant predicaments. For example, cuts in bilingual education necessarily affect these schools. In 2000-01, for instance, 79% of Limited English Proficiency students were Spanish-speaking (Kindler, 2002) . Latino students are likely to attend poor, large schools in districts with high student-teacher ratios, low per-student expenditure, less qualified teachers, high turnover of students and staff, and poor high school counseling (Gándara, 2001; Orfield, 1988) .
These schools typically spend $1,000 less per pupil, on average, than predominantly We know that many Latino children will be "left behind" by current accountability policies and practices (e.g. Lee & Wong, 2004; Valenzuela, 2005) , but even those who are not-those Latino children who attain proscribed competency-will become individualities educationally standardized. Thus, my anxiety over the knowledge that Latino children will be "left behind" and that Latino public school children-like all others, I will add-will be individualities compromised is pragmatically speaking, a distress over the inevitably diminished contributions of Latinos to our democratic human capital. In the name of educational accountability policies, I fear that we are shortchanging the vitality of our American future in general and more explicitly, the strength and influence of America's most demographically considerable individualities, Latinos.
To attend to the development of individuality, educational policy must regard as significant the conditions that instigate and bring individuality into being. recognize these empirical claims as confirmation that we are biographies written by our unique interactions with our environment, by time and through consequences, and by our "peculiarities that are externally caused" (Dewey, 1998 (Dewey, /1940 . As a pragmatist, I
interpret educational policy that ignores the context of children's lives as inimical to the development of individuality. So, for our fastest growing group of poor children (U.S. Do Latino children have better access to more rigorous curricula, resources and instruction that would prepare them for standard-based content assessment? Latino children are less likely than whites to be placed in both gifted programs and in curricular tracks that most directly prepare them for improved performance on accountability assessments. Algebra, a known "gate-keeping" course, is likely to be taken by only 20%
of Latino eighth graders. Of those Latino students who do advance to high school mathematics, only 8% will take pre-calculus and calculus (NCES, 2000) . In some states, the majority of Latino students are often enrolled in below-grade level math courses (Upshur & Vega, 2001) . Latino students are likely to attend poor schools, and schools with larger proportions of Latino enrollment tend to spend less on education. In national data we see that though school funding did increase in poor schools from 1990-1998, districts with predominantly Latino students did not see an increase funding (Lee & Wong, 2004) . New research is also suggesting that test-driven instruction has watereddown curriculum and altered instruction (Amrein & Berliner, 2002 , 2004) . In California, highly segregated minority schools are five times more likely to be "taught" by an under-qualified teacher (out of subject area or "emergency" licensure) than students in schools with low minority enrollment (Esch, et al , 2004) .
Finally, what are the effects of high-stakes testing on Latino children and is the test appropriate to close the achievement gaps?
We know that high-stakes testing is very costly to states, approximately seven billion dollars last year and that they are implemented more frequently in states with higher percentages of African American and Latino children. Specifically, 89% of states with Latino populations greater than the national average have implemented high-stakes testing-for whites the rate is only 42%. African American and Latino students are "subjected to high-stakes tests at higher rates than their white peers" (Amrein & Berliner, 2002, p. 8) . The expense of these tests diverts dollars away from other school initiatives that have been proven to affect achievement in low-income schools (Karp, 2003) . In general, high-stakes testing and its practices (teaching to the test, narrowing curricula, diminishing the effects of teachers and school professionals) has done very little to improve the educational conditions of Latino children largely because high-stakes testing is not a measure of individual cognitive, developmental, or socio-cultural growth.
To gauge the impact of high-stakes assessment on Latino children, we can consider that in Texas, where 32% of the population is Latino and where 38% of public school students are Latino, data show that their graduation rates are dropping, that
Limited English Language Learners are disaggregated from the reporting of Latino group scores artificially boosting achievement scores, and that overall, these students' performance is declining on national tests (McNeil, 2005) . Data show that improvement on academic achievement as measured by high-stakes scores really only occurs in eighth grade math and more significantly, that instead of producing academic achievement, high-stakes tests "disproportionately [negatively] impact students from racial minority, language minority, and low socioeconomic backgrounds" (Amrein & Berliner, 2002, p. 10). And because Limited English Proficiency or English Language Learners comprise a substantial proportion of the Latino population, it is interesting to note that LEP students in Texas show much lower pass rates on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills exam (TAAS) than any other group of students (McNeil, 2005) . In a state like California, the number of LEP students has risen 12% since 1994 and 300% since 1980; 79% of LEP students in California are Spanish-speaking; they represent 25% of the total public school population and that number is climbing; and in grades K-3 they represent over a third of all students. In the most recent California Language Census Summary Statistics (1999), over 1.6 million of its students were Spanish-speaking. Latino children have become categories of production; they are cohorts of school success or failure but they are not individual minds, individualities with unique histories that mark us as human beings capable of development. Latino children are not, in the both the means and aims of accountability policy, potentialities-"a category of existence" (Dewey, 1998 (Dewey, /1940 . In a democracy our educational policy should serve and enable educators to actualize the potentialities of individual children, to attend to the capacities and power of developing individualities. But these are not measures that can be standardized, nor can they be assessed by single-indicator accounting systems that ignore the individual in context. As a pragmatist, what I want accountability policy to deliver is an assessment of how and why individual children develop. John Dewey was correct to believe that the power of democracy was its ability to value individuality because "it is the source of whatever is unpredictable in the world" (p. 224). Our current educational policy will not harness the power of uncertainty-the power of individual growth and development. It tells us little about the individual child and her potential democratic adulthood.
Unfortunately for our American future, education policy of the late 20 th and early 21 st century has done little to advance democratic aims-that each Latino child can effectively make truly individual claims on education. What I understand current education policy to do for Latino children is to make more systematic their educational inequality. To compel schools to provide education that discounts and disbelieves the centrality of the contextualized individual mind, of individuality, in learning-a context that must allow for the demonstrated and verifiable effects of poverty, the lack of health care, and crumbling infrastructure of Latino communities-is to disarm the power of public education in a democracy. We have known for decades that learning is directly related to structures of social and economic inequality (Rothstein, 2004 ) and yet we have developed and implemented schooling policy that dismisses these conditions. The irony in accountability policy is that we don't account for the things that actually matter in learning, for those socio-economic conditions and the potentialities of individual children that would likely contract the expanding gap in achievement between Latino children and everybody else. As a society, we continue to narrow the prospects for equal educational opportunity for individual children, for individualities already compromised by the effects of poverty, immigration, and language acquisition with educational policy concerned more with the business of education-the bottom line, so to speak, that is ultimately toxic for struggling and besieged populations of children.
The highly politicized claim of the Latinization of America does not appear to be one borne of educational equality; rather it is the creation of another large underclass of citizens restricted by educational and economic opportunity. With data suggesting that there is little difference between first and third generation immigrants' attainment of a college degree (Jensen, 2001) , we are certain to have labor market outcomes that reflect these educational gaps. Demographic data tell us clearly that "the foreign born and minorities among the third generation are especially disadvantaged in their occupational attainment" and among the first generation, "the most disadvantaged workers in terms of occupational attainment include Mexicans, Nicaraguans, Laotian/Cambodians, Salvadorans, and Dominicans" (p. 41). In fact, data tell us that these groups are "consistently disadvantaged" in terms of labor status, poverty and health care (p. 51).
To improve the range of opportunities for Latino children to effectively selfrealize and contribute a wider array of talents to democratic society, educational policy should first view them as individuals and then attend to them as individual learners.
Pragmatically, we can begin to do so by using educational policy to tackle some structural conditions in public schooling. For example, recent data gathered by the Pew Hispanic Center supports the contention that changing at least some of the structural characteristics of Latino education-high enrollments and student-teacher ratios and low instructional resources- (Fry, 2005) can affect achievement, or in my view, better educate Latinos as individual learners. Educational policy makers have the power to change these structural conditions that markedly impact the self-realization of Latino youth by shifting funding priorities in these schools to lower class sizes and recruit and retain experienced teachers. Fewer students receiving more experienced teaching will likely improve Latino achievement (Fry, 2005) . Additionally, "authentic accountability"
that emphasizes various forms of evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, to appraise students in academic and non-academic matters and that includes out-of-school factors such as health care, housing, and nutrition as predictive indicators, would attend to Latino achievement much more fruitfully (Neill, Guisbond, & Schaeffer, (2004) . Such change transforms the school from an impersonal learning environment to one more conducive to increased and improved individual attention and consequently, individual growth.
The role of theory is to both inform and comment on policy and it is my hope that my use of pragmatic theory here, especially John Dewey's, can inform our view of current accountability policy in order to better serve the nation's fastest growing population. As Dewey noted, the role of philosophers is to critique "the influential beliefs that underlie culture" in order to reconstruct existing social structures to better serve individuals and a society (1998/1931, p. 215) . The realities of Latino children in America necessarily need to be taken into account in our education policies-if we really mean for these policies to better the educational experiences of children so that they can improve their own circumstances and in doing so, richly contribute to the growth of our society. Educational accountability in a democratic society should endeavor to provide teachers and school administrators with the means to intelligently and honestly provide equal opportunity for each child as an individual to develop fully. This is the true goal of educational accountability in a pluralistic democracy; it is in Dewey's words, our "our democratic faith in human equality" and "our belief that every human being, independent of the quality or range of his personal endowment, has the right to equal opportunity with every other person for development of whatever gifts he has" (Dewey, 1998 (Dewey, /1939 . The nation's Latino children have not and will not be equally served by current education policy and as a consequence, their future as contributory individualities is in jeopardy.
